Blood lead levels in emergency department patients with retained lead bullets and shrapnel.
To determine whether patients with retained lead shrapnel who present to the ED have elevated whole blood lead levels (BLLs) compared with matched control patients. Test subjects were patients with x-ray evidence of retained lead shrapnel who presented to any of three urban EDs, and consented to inclusion in the study. BLLs were obtained from 15 ED patients, and data regarding time since injury and symptoms of plumbism were collected. Control subjects consisted of 15 ED patients, without similar lead exposure, matched for age, sex, race, and place of dwelling as determined by zip code, who also presented to any of the same three EDs. The mean (+/-SD) BLL in the test subjects was 17+/-9.78 microg/dL (range 7-50 microg/dL). Time since impalement ranged from 1 to 45 years. The mean BLL in the control subjects was 7+/-3.77 microg/dL (0-16 microg/dL). This difference was statistically significant (two-tailed t-test p = 0.002). In this preliminary study, the patients with retained lead shrapnel who presented to the ED had significantly elevated BLLs, compared with the matched control subjects. Chronic plumbism may be considered in patients with retained lead shrapnel, and a history should be taken to assess the presence of symptoms referable to plumbism. These patients may require long-term follow-up to assess the development of elevated blood lead level and lead toxicity.